
Walk and Talk - Alcohol and 
Cancer Risk: The U.S. Surgeon 
General’s Advisory
Alcohol use is a leading preventable cause of 
cancer in the United States, contributing to 
nearly 100,000 cancer cases and about 20,000 
cancer deaths each year (U.S. Surgeon General, 
2025). Understanding how and why alcohol 
can increase cancer risk is important to 
individuals who drink any amount of alcohol.

Many Americans are unaware that alcohol 
consumption increases cancer risk.

The more alcohol consumed, the greater the 
risk of seven types of cancer including breast, 
colorectum, esophagus, liver, mouth, throat, 
and voice box. 

For certain cancers, an increased risk may start 
around one or fewer drinks per day. 

741,300 cancer cases worldwide were 
attributable to alcohol consumption in 2020.

Alcohol-related cancer deaths shorten the lives 
of those who die by an average of 15 years.



Alcohol can cause cancer in at 
least four distinct ways:

Alcohol breaks down into 
acetaldehyde which 

damages DNA in multiple 
ways, causing an 

increased risk of cancer.

Alcohol induces oxidative 
stress, increasing the risk 
of cancer by damaging DNA, 

proteins, and cells and 
increasing inflammation.

Alcohol alters levels of 
multiple hormones, 

including estrogen, which 
can increase breast 

cancer risk.

Alcohol leads to
greater absorption of 

carcinogens.
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